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The efforts of state education agencies and latadd districts to ensure that all
students meet academic proficiency goals and tidds make adequate yearly progress in
closing the achievement gap have led to an incdefageis on “formative assessment.”
Formative assessment has recently emerged as ¢ime wiore promising strategies for
improving student learning. Journalistic coverafjeducation is filled with references to it.
Testing companies are developing and marketingimter benchmark testing systems,
claiming these are formative assessments thabailst student achievement. “Formative
assessment” is showing up in more and more schabtistrict improvement plans.

Yet this increased attention to formative assessmasalso produced disagreement,
even confusion, about what formative assessmemtdsvhat it can do. Thoughtful observers of
trends in educational programs and instructiomategies are looking for clarification. What is
formative assessment? How does it work? Whateewe is there that it facilitates learning?
How are local school districts building the capacit schools to implement formative
assessments? What should state education agbeaiksng to support local efforts?

During the spring of 2008, professionals from trenNyork State Education Department
(SED) met with staff from the New York Comprehems@enter (NYCC) and the Assessment
and Accountability Content Center (AACC) on threeasions to begin building a shared
understanding within SED of formative assessmedti@potential benefits and to enhance the
knowledge of SED staff and its ability to make demns related to formative assessment. To
this end, the NYCC and AACC engaged national espantformative assessment to discuss
how formative assessment can be used as a sttatagpin the Regents’ goals of closing the
achievement gap, raising achievement for all sttgjexmd increasing graduation rates.

In this paper we briefly summarize the nature amaefits of formative assessment as
described in those three meetings. We also sumenafiormation we presented on how other
states are approaching formative assessment and lksollaboration among SED, NYCC, and
AACC has been working with the Syracuse City Sclistrict (SCSD) to bring formative
assessment practices to mathematics instructiorally; we present several approaches
discussed during these meetings through which S&fDmay continue improving its
knowledge of formative assessment and support Newk ¥chool systems in adopting
formative assessment practices.

What is formative assessment?

Of the different assessments educators use, forenasisessment is perhaps the most
commonly misunderstood. Many conceive formativesssent to be periodic tests, sometimes



given as occasionally as twice a year, sometimesngas regularly as once a week. However,
the formative assessment that research suppantsvasy the power to improve student learning
dramatically is not about another test—no mattev hegular—Dbut rather a shift in classroom
teaching and student learning. Formative assedsspat about testing at all. It is, rather, a
research-based instructional process teacher® useréase student performance.

In 2006, the Council of Chief State School OfficBZ£SSO) created the Formative
Assessment Study Team (FAST). Its initial assigmeas to clarify the meaning of formative
assessment and to determine how it could bestdzehisthe nation’s educators. The team
came up with the following definition:

Formative assessment is a process used by teacttbssudents during
instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongaegaching and learning to
improve students’ achievement of intended instamzti outcomes.

In other words, formative assessment is a process, not an event, that isembedded in
instruction to redirect teaching and learning in ways that help students master learning
goals. The CCSSO elaborated on this definition:

The primary purpose of the formative assessmertiegs) as conceived in this
definition, is to provide evidence that is useddgchers and students to inform
instruction and learning during the teaching/leagnrocess. Effective formative
assessment involves collecting evidence about lhogest learning is
progressing during the course of instruction so tlegessary instructional
adjustments can be made to close the gap betwedenss’ current understanding
and the desired goals. Formative assessment anredjunct to teaching but,
rather, integrated into instruction and learningwteachers and students
receiving frequent feedback.

One key feature of this definition is its requirarhthat formative assessment be
regarded aa processather than a particular kind of assessment. lerotlords,
there is no such thing as “a formative test.” ladtghere are a number of
formative assessment strategies that can be implecheuring classroom
instruction. These range from informal observatiand conversations to
purposefully planned instructionally embedded tégines designed to elicit
evidence of student learning to inform and adjastruction.

A second important part of the definition is itseegmivocal requirement that the
formative assessment process involve both teaeamerstudents. The students
must be actively involved in the systematic proéetanded to improve their
learning. The process requires the teacher to $bameing goals with students
and provide opportunities for students to monik@irt ongoing progress.

How does formative assessment work?

Different authors provide superficially differebit essentially similar descriptions of



how formative assessment works. For example, @8®D FAST describes five attributes of
successful formative assessment:

» Learning progressions should clearly articulatestiie-goals of the ultimate
learning goal.

* Learning goals and criteria for success shouldémly identified and
communicated to students.

» Students should be provided with evidence-basetb#eek that is linked to
the intended instructional outcomes and criterisstacess.

» Both self- and peer-assessment are important émigting students an
opportunity to think meta-cognitively about thesatning.

* A classroom culture in which teachers and studarg@partners in learning
should be establishéd.

Margaret Heritage of the AACC, a published natiaglert on formative assessment and data
use, who is working with New York on formative assment, identifies four core elements of
formative assessment:

» Learning progressions that help teachers locatkests’ current learning
status on the continuum along which students goea®d to progress;

» Setting learning goals for students that are atdanfrom their current status
in learning (i.e., identifying the “just right” g&p

» Feedback that provides students clear, descriptiiterion-based information
indicating where they are in a learning progressnmv their understanding
differs from the desired learning goal, and howytb@n move forward; and,

» Student involvement through self- and peer-assassamel collaboration with
the teacher in determining their current learnitagus and what they need to
do to move forward in their learnifg.

Last, Leahy, Lyon, and Wiliam have found five bra&iichtegies powerful for teachers of all
content areas and at all grade levels:

» Clarifying and sharing learning intentions andeia for success;

» Engineering effective classroom discussions, qoestiand learning tasks;
» Providing feedback that moves learners forward;

» Activating students as the owners of their ownreay; and

« Activating students as instructional resourcefte anothe¥.

In addition to discussing components of formatissessment, the SED group analyzed
videos that illustrate the practice of formativeessment in the classroom (e.g., videos 565 and
566 atwww.teachers.ty They also consulted a paper containing vigseitdormative
assessment in practice published by CC$Sthese vignettes, based on observations of temicher
across the U.S., illustrate formative assessmexttipe across a range of grade levels and
content areas.




What is the evidence that formative assessment facilitates learning?

In a 1998 meta-analysis of 250 studies involvingriative assessment, Black and
Wiliam found that improving classroom formative @essment practices produced larger effects
than are usually found for educational intervergidiioreover, they found that formative
assessment benefits spanned students from kinteEmgarpost-secondafy Since that pivotal
study, new findings have confirmed and expandetherbenefits of formative assessment. In
2004, Wiliam and others reported that teachersrawipg their formative assessment practices
has produced student gains on externally mandsedardized tests, not just school and
classroom specific testsin 2006, Wiliam reported that providing teachts support to
implement classroom formative assessment rapidised achievement gaps, with students
learning in six months what would have taken a yeather classroonts.

Research also indicates that formative assessmeates value beyond improved
student academic achievement. Black and otherstezgpm 2003 that formative assessment can
promote significant gains in student motivation aet-efficacy (predictors of high school
graduation) as well as teacher self-efficacy, &attion, and professional competerite.

Finally, in 2007 Wiliam argued that formative ass®aent is more cost-effective than other
scholcz)l improvement initiatives, in fact, 20 to 8@es more-cost effective than reducing class
size:

What are other states doing to explore or support formative assessment?

Some states are providing guidance, incentivas)eadership to enable teachers to use
formative assessment to maximize student learlegnsylvania, for example, has endorsed the
CCSSO definition of formative assessment and récepbnsored a statewide conference on
formative assessment for schools, districts, atefnmediate education service units. The state is
also including formative assessment in its trairforgdistinguished educators and intermediate
agencies. More about Pennsylvania’s stance ondiiwvenassessment may be found at
http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt? o2 &objID=4228&&PagelD=440536&mod
e=2 Other state efforts to support formative asseasmere highlighted at the April 2008
American Educational Research Association Annuattivig:

Creating a Map: An Examination of the State Rol®aveloping A Vision of
Formative Assessmeahalyzes a southern state’s efforts to develdpta-tevel
policy on formative assessment. The lessons frasnatbrk suggest that
developing a consensus about the nature of formatsessment takes tifrie.

Charting Their Own Course: An Examination of that&Role in Building
Capacity for Formative Assessmént study of a ten-state collaborative pilot
program to build assessment literacy among higbadleachers. State leadership
teams took a proactive and sustained approachiltifmulocal-level capacity?
lowa, for example, has embraced the CCSSO defmér made resources are
available online atttp://www.iowa.gov/educate/content/view/1072/1171/




Growing Beyond a Pilot: An Examination of the Sfatde in Sustaining Growth Beyond
a Successful Pildnalyzes Vermont's efforts to train professionalthe state’s vision of
formative assessment using a particular profeskamalopment program. The paper
also investigates how the state addressed scafanilil fidelity after the first pilot yedr.
An overview of Vermont’'s work to date is availalale
http://www.education.vermont.gov/new/pdfdoc/pgm eassnent/fapp/overview.pdf

These descriptions suggest that other states armittng to the support of formative
assessment as an effective strategy for improwaghing and learning.

How has the collaboration among AACC, NYCC, and SED already supported capacity to
implement formative assessment in one large urban district?

The collaboration is supporting implementatioriarfnative assessment in elementary
mathematics classrooms in Syracuse. The threangset the Spring of 2008 included
presentations by AACC, NYCC, and Syracuse persooméhis work. In the project’s first year,
NYCC worked intensively with Syracuse math coactesing 4' and %' grade teachers in ten
elementary schools, and to a lesser degree witlcipéls, to build conceptual knowledge of
formative assessment. In addition, NYCC workedhwiisteering group of district
administrators to help them develop and articudatensistent vision of formative assessment in
the district and formative assessment’s role withcomprehensive local assessment system.

Preliminary evidence on the impact of the Syrasuskk is promising. Survey data
show local and state stakeholders in the Syracugeqgb have shifted their understanding of
formative assessment from quarterly benchmark tegtse instructionally embedded process
articulated by the CCSStMoreover, local and state stakeholders reportatitteir knowledge
of instructional strategies aligned with formatagsessment increased. Only 48% of participants
said they were moderately or very knowledgeablereefeceiving technical assistance from the
collaborative, but 96% reported being moderatelyasy knowledgeable afterwatdThe
evaluation of Syracuse’Btle Il B grant for math and science professional developnoén
which the formative assessment project is a maorponent, reports that changes in classroom
practice have begun to emerge. More specifically,

“Observations of mathematics classrooms indicdtatteachers are altering their
instructional practices and are moving new skiite itheir classrooms.”

“Use of a turnkey approach to formative assessinaiming was validated via teacher
self report, evaluator classroom observations,simdent work. Teachers reported that
they use formative assessment tools to differentredtruction in their classrooms and to
provide immediate feedback to their students oaily thasis. A review of student folders
supported teachers' uses of formative assessnatggges in their work with studerifs.

Results from this first year of implementation, lewsr, should be interpreted with
cautious optimism. Survey data collected by theC&Ashow that, at end of the 2008 school
year, many questions remained among teachers albatiformative assessment is and how to
use it. Though there were gains in knowledge afiske innovation is not yet widespre&d.



Work continues into the second year with suppartte math coaches to work directly with
classroom teachemslYCC'’s primary client, however, is SED, and thejpob's primary mission
is to build SED capacity to support other schostrdits in implementing formative assessment.

How can SED support formative assessment?

At the end of the third SED group meeting, papticits agreed that SED should move
forward with several practices that SED customadgpts when supporting a new initiative,
such as:

* Informing the field about what formative assessnieoks like in the classroom and
offering models and guidance for districts;

» connecting formative assessment to initiatives &ctbe field and within SED, such
as including higher education in developing pobeyformative assessment;

» refining and carrying out a plan for measuringithpact of the Syracuse project; and

» incorporating formative assessment into SED’s imdkstandards review process.

The three SED formative assessment meetings achibee goal of sharing knowledge
and information so that the department can make=nmdormed decisions about formative
assessment as a potential educational strategyosing the achievement gap. Staff who
attended the meetings came from multiple officed ranltiple levels within SED. Participants
reported that they are very interested in movimgréwd with formative assessment work within
the department.
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